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Chapter 10: The future of accountancy 
– beyond the numbers
Elaine Conway
10.1 Introduction
The pace of change in the modern world is constantly increasing through rapid 
technological developments and it will undoubtedly impact the accounting profession
(ICAEW 2017a). However, it is not the only profession to be affected by the 
advances of technology, law is also facing challenges. Susskind (cited in Harbison 
2017) provides the example of the 60 million disputes resolved annually on the eBay 
e-mediation platform, which operates without the use of any traditional lawyers. A 
review of recent professional accounting articles is unanimous on the impact that 
technology will have. For example, Pitter (2018) expects that robotics will eliminate 
forty percent of basic accounting work by 2020; Gottschalk (Gottschalk 2017) agrees
that as machine learning and artificial intelligence mature, they will carry out 
administrative accounting tasks more efficiently than humans do currently; a view to 
which Susskind (as interviewed in Harbison 2017) also subscribes. Technology-
driven change is also is a recurring topic throughout the chapters in this book. 
Arguably, accountants are not strangers to change, given the number of regulations, 
standards and guidance which are constantly evolving in response to changes in the 
economic and social environment. Therefore, they should look to embrace what the 
future opportunities may arise from the adoption of new ways of working. 
10.2 The accountant of the past, present and future
Consider these two vignettes of an accountant:
“The typical accountant is a man, past middle age, spare, wrinkled,
intelligent, cold, passive, non-committal, with eyes like a cod-fish;
polite in contact but at the same time unresponsive, calm and
damnably composed as a concrete post or a plaster of Paris cast; a
petrification with a heart of feldspar and without charm of the friendly
germ, minus bowels, passion or a sense of humor” (19th century
thinker, Elbert Hubbert, cited in Ketz 2017).
Fast forward to 2027 and to the future accountant; a ‘millennial’ accountant – 
someone born in the years between the early 1980s and the end of the millennium – 
also referred to as from ‘Generation Y’ (Welker 2017). Unlike the Hubbert vignette, 
the millennial accountant is a multi-tasker, highly connected (if a little prone to 
distractions!), tech savvy and expects rapid rewards. They can demonstrate great 
flexibility, but insist on a reasonable work-life balance and are sensitive to the 
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environment and civic responsibilities; they like to collaborate and are very 
transparent in their professional relationships (Abbot 2013; Welker 2017). 
Indeed, consider the accountant-of-the-future’s ‘typical’ day: it starts with her (note 
the change of gender from the Hubbert vignette!) running diagnostics on client data 
stored in the cloud, then she interacts with an Artificial Intelligence-enabled (AI) 
assistant to assure data security and various other interactive ‘bots’ and AI to carry 
out routine tasks, leaving her to meet, help train and advise clients in collaboration 
with other professionals, such as a labour economist and a tax partner. Throughout 
her ‘typical’ day, she continually monitors client accounting data and reviews security
protocols on blockchains. She ends her day with a video conference to a potential 
client in Buenos Aires. To create this vignette, Hood (2017) solicited the predictions 
of more than a hundred accounting professionals about what an accountant might 
expect to be doing in 2027. It echoes many of the points raised in chapter 7 of this 
book on challenges facing the auditors of the future.
In many ways, some of technological capabilities behind this scenario are already 
theoretically possible, albeit not at a sufficiently mature or robust state to fully 
implement as yet. The academic background of Hood’s theoretical accountant was in
computer programming, not accountancy and that speaks volumes for the skillsets of
the future accountant, certainly in an accounting or auditing firm. 
However, despite the fact that technology will undoubtedly drive the most radical and
disruptive transformation in the accounting profession over the next decade as 
discussed at length in chapter 3 of this book, initially, much of this will be focused on 
taking out the mundane, routine data collection and analysis work. Whilst potentially 
a threat for those people who may have sought those kinds of jobs, the accountant 
of the future will have to provide a different kind of value to his or her organisation, 
whether as an accountant in industry or within an audit firm. As the authors in this 
book have indicated, there are nonetheless other changes which are already 
happening which affect accountants, such as risk management around sustainability 
and long-term resource supply as discussed in Chapter 2. Stakeholders beyond the 
traditional providers of capital expect much more from organisations: they demand 
greater transparency and standards of ethics and more explanation about the 
responsibilities of business towards their wider environment and society. This has 
created a plethora of new reports such as Sustainability, Environmental and 
Corporate Social Responsibility reports to which many accountants are expected to 
contribute.
The increasing pressure on scarce natural resources, accompanied with an ever-
increasing human population may also necessitate a transition to a different 
business model, such as one derived from circular economy principles as 
expounded on in Chapter 3. This will require considerable re-evaluation of the value-
drivers in the business in order to design out waste, re-cycle, re-use and re-value 
materials and goods across their life cycle. For accountants, it will require new 
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approaches to product costing and pricing and considerable discussion with 
customers to create a better understanding of ‘re-manufactured versus new’ goods. 
Increased globalisation and consumer power are intrinsic drivers to multinational 
firms having to be cognisant of the need for an appropriate, ethical and forward-
thinking Corporate Tax Strategy (CTS) as discussed in Chapter 5. It is now no longer
socially acceptable for firms to avoid tax by shifting profits around the world to benefit
from low tax rates – the emphasis is on paying a ‘fair share of tax’ which is socially 
responsible. This globalisation of tax planning, reporting and disclosure requirements
has been in part driven by evidence of large-scale tax avoidance, inappropriate 
transfer pricing and money laundering which has emerged through high profile data 
‘leaks’ to the international press such as the Panama papers (Islam 2017).
Equally, shareholders and other stakeholders demand more transparency and 
disclosure from organisations on business, social and environment matters (Islam 
2017; ACCA 2016). Chapter 6 discussed how, in the face of such stakeholder but 
also legislative and regulatory pressures, organisations are increasingly expected to 
‘tell their story’ through more narrative reporting about their total impacts on the 
environment and society. Firms will need to report more frequently on a greater 
range of issues and perhaps more importantly, demonstrate the clear links between 
financial and non-financial reporting (ACCA 2016) within the context of the 
organisation’s strategy. This is likely to increase the amount of firms adopting new 
forms of corporate reporting as discussed in Chapter 6, such as integrated reporting.
This increased emphasis on more explanatory narrative and non-financial 
information is also discussed in Chapter 8. Whilst specifically much of the discussion
centred on UK Local Government, the points raised in this chapter are valid for all 
organisations, profit-making or not. It is vital to understand how value is created 
within the particular firm and to devise a meaningful performance measurement 
system with appropriate targets, using tools such as the Balanced Scorecard
(Kaplan and Norton 1992) to support improvements both financially and non-
financially. Whilst some of the internal data may not be divulged externally to wider 
stakeholders and shareholders, it is essential for management to understand their 
key performance indicators in order to deliver value in the long run.
The role of the auditor as discussed in Chapter 7, will be radically impacted by 
technology in the long run, and there is already considerable engagement with Cloud
Computing, Big Data, Artificial Intelligence and blockchain by the Big 4 auditing firms
(ACCA 2016; O’Dwyer and Owen 2005; Arrowsmith 2017; ICAEW 2017b, 2017a; 
Harbison 2017). Whilst these changes are likely to be evolutionary rather than 
revolutionary, as there are still many issues to resolve with some of the technologies 
around access and security, auditors should be actively involved with the design and
delivery of these technologies in conjunction with data technologists and 
programmers. As the more mundane tasks become increasing digitalised, this 
eventually will lead the role of the auditor away from compliance and towards more 
consultancy, and improving the quality of audit work. It will require an understanding 
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of the wider issues of businesses and their industries and good evaluation skills to 
advise clients of the best courses of action.
Given the plethora of changes which the future accountant will have to address, it is 
perhaps their own personal self-management and leadership to be able to manage 
multiple tasks, find value and then transfer insights to businesses and clients which 
will be of critical importance. Chapter 9 discussed the softer side of the accounting 
skillset which is the area of greatest impact beyond the technological skills which the 
future accountant will need. By having technologies such as AI and blockchain to 
‘crunch the numbers’, the future accountant will need to be more customer-facing 
and seeking ways in which to add additional value to the organisation through 
collaborative working with others both internal and external to their own organisation 
(for example, those with whom blockchains may be shared or other specialists such 
as logistics experts and data analysts). Of course, many accountants already act as 
intermediaries between functional departments in many firms; the difference in the 
future will be that this negotiating and explaining role will take on more importance as
everyone will have access to the same data in real time on any device they need – 
even for those in ‘offshore’ teams overseas (Nixon 2016). Indeed it is expected that 
Cloud Computing will become the norm even in small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) as people expect data to be accessible on mobile devices as well as on 
desktop computers (Nixon 2016). Hence there will be fewer conversations about 
where the data has come from and more discussions about its meaning and value 
for decision-making. 
The important issue to grasp amidst all this change and transition to a more digitally-
supported profession is that despite the increasing technology around us, we are 
human and should regard technology as a tool to do the tasks which it can do better 
than us (ICAEW 2017a). We should reserve the higher level (and arguably more 
rewarding) activities to humans, which exploit the unique skills that humans possess 
and which machines cannot yet (and doubtless never will) fully replace. As an 
accountant, it is important to exercise the intrinsically human skills and attributes of 
judgement, ethics, morals and humanity, demonstrate a consideration for different 
contexts (hence the support for more principles, rather than rules-based standards) 
and make measured responses to the evidence at hand. 
That said, accountants will need to have more specialised and higher-level skills in 
order to support this process: skills of data analytics, cybertechnology, but 
underpinned with critical thinking and impressive interpersonal and communication 
skills (Pitter 2018; Ketz 2017). This is so they are capable of advising and consulting 
more in their roles rather than purely ‘crunching the numbers’. Indeed, Nixon (2016) 
predicts that 80% of accounting firm revenues in the future will consist of business 
advisory services, rather than compliance and audit work, which will become a 
commodity and become very low-cost (Nixon 2016). The most repetitive tasks likely 
to be replaced by technology are: invoice processing and matching, analytics 
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calculations and bank reconciliations; later, with more machine learning capability, 
risk assessments and forecasting could be delegated to computers (Marr 2017). 
ACCA (2016) have assessed what skills are likely to be needed in the future; it refers
to them as Professional Quotients (PQ) and it considers that future accountants will 
need to have a combination of these PQ in order to fit their current and prospective 
roles as their careers develop. These PQ are designed to reflect specific 
competences and skills over seven areas (ACCA 2016):
- Technical skills and ethics (TEQ): the standard skills required to carry out the 
necessary day-to-day accounting tasks to high levels of integrity, ethics, 
scepticism and independence;
- Experience (XQ): the comprehension of customer expectations and the ability 
to respond to them to add value to the customer;
- Intelligence (IQ): the ability to learn and apply knowledge to solve problems;
- Digital awareness (DQ): the knowledge and application of both existing and 
emerging technologies in a professional context to support practice and 
strategy;
- Creativity (CQ): the ability to learn and apply knowledge in different situations,
to connect information and create new ideas;
- Emotional intelligence (EQ): the ability to acknowledge and respect personal 
emotions in the self and others to employ and manage them to best 
advantage; and 
- Vision (VQ): the ability to extrapolate existing trends to spot emergent trends 
and to evaluate them creatively.
ACCA acknowledge that the mix of these PQ will vary according to individual, 
industry, job roles and locations, and that some will gain in importance whilst others 
may decline over time. It is keen to stress that all of these will need to be 
underpinned by strong ethical standards, independence and a sense of professional 
scepticism (ACCA 2016).
Educators will need to look carefully at their curricula to ensure that they are able to 
support this wide variety of skills (Islam 2017) and professional bodies will need to 
incorporate them within their syllabuses to provide employers with the assurance 
that newly trained accountants are indeed future-ready.
10.3 The way ahead
In conclusion, there is a clear expectation that all professional accountants in the 
future will have to look ‘beyond the numbers’ (Islam 2017; ACCA 2016). As ACCA 
remark:
“They will need to collaborate and partner with people in other parts
of the business and outside the business; interpret and explain the
numbers; provide insight and information; help organisations to
achieve short-term goals and longer-term objectives; think and
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behave more strategically and become more involved in decision-
making than before” (ACCA 2016, p.10).
In order to ensure good career progression, it will not be sufficient to rely on the 
technical accounting knowledge which has been the mainstay of accounting 
education in the past. To future-proof one’s career, an accountant will need to be 
much more externally-facing, picking up on emerging trends, such as the ones 
highlighted in this book, across the spectrum of tax, audit, corporate reporting, 
performance management, business models, sustainability, corporate social 
activities, environmental and social issues, business intelligence and technology. 
More collaborative working, increasingly globally, will require knowledge of emerging
trends on an international scale regarding culture, demographics, politics, law and 
international relations (ACCA 2016). This knowledge, combined with strong 
interpersonal skills of relationship building, negotiation and self-leadership will create
a really strong and valued member of any future organisation.
Adopting the common themes which have emerged throughout this book, the traits 












The world of accounting is set to become eminently less transaction-driven and more
value-focused with the most amazing tools available to sweep away many of the 
more tedious tasks and provide insights previously unimaginable. Accountants are 
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